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possible redemption from ignorance and barbarism of a benighted quarter of the
globe!20
Another factor that needs a good deal of investigation is the policy of the
American societies in sending Negro missionaries to Liberia on the theory that blacks
could stand up better under the rigors of the African climate than could white men. In
the 1830s and 1840s, highly qualified white missionaries were sent to conduct schools
in Liberia. Many of them had been especially trained for missionary work through
study of the classics and theology at Princeton Theological Seminary and had been
sent out by the Western Foreign Missionary Society or by the Presbyterian Board of
Foreign Missions.
By 1850 the number of highly trained white missionaries began to decline as the
number of qualified black missionaries became available to pick up the main burden of
the work during the second half of the century. Perhaps more important than the
color of the missionaries or their training was the fact that the effort of the American
missionaries was less broadly humanitarian (intended to improve the quality of life for
the general population) and more narrowly focused on training American-Dberian
blacks to become Christian missionaries to spread the gospel in Liberia. The lack of
rapport between the blacks imported from America and the blacks of the villages of
Liberia made it clear that there was no automatic bond of color that could surmount
the differences in culture.
Conceivably, the American blacks could have "civilized" the general population of
native blacks more effectively if they had set out to do so, but apparently the effort to
raise the general educational level of the entire African peoples of Liberia was minimal.
The social distance between the Afro-Americans and the Africans in Liberia remained
as great if not greater than that between the imported black settlers and the natives of
Sierra Leone. In neither case did the Afro-Americans give indication of wishing to give
up their Western acculturation in exchange for the traditional folk society culture they
found in Africa. Most Afro-Americans in Liberia did not regard themselves as Africans
and they did not give equal rights to the Africans when they set up their American-
style constitution.
The local blacks in the various West African colonies did seem to have one thing
in common when faced with the Western education from outside. They recognized it
as a means of advancement or preferment in the modernizing sector of society. The
plaint from Rev. Jonathan Alward from Liberia in 1840 sounds familiar:
They are actuated in part, by curiosity, but the strongest motive is the love
of gain. They are a very avaricious people. Some of them seem to think that the
white man is in possession of some secrets, as, for instance, the knowledge of
writing, which would greatly assist them in trade, and they also know that we
cannot settle in their country for any purpose without bringing some trade. But,
20 Report of the meeting on the Colonization of Free Blacks, Daily National Intelligencer, vol. 4,
no. 1236, December 24,1816.